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Acceptance Means Change
Marie Meursault

Imagine a caterpillar. A beautiful, fuzzy caterpillar with vibrant orange and yellow hues.
One day, that caterpillar stops eating those scrumptious green leaves, and it spins itself into a
warm cocoon. Then somehow, by some miraculous work of science, it quickly becomes a
butterfly. For me, it was quite the opposite. I was a beautiful, young butterfly with the strongest
wings and the most beautiful, intricate pattern. Then one day, I woke up, and I was a caterpillar
again. It hurt so much. All of it. Everything.
Reverse metamorphosis is what defines me. The catalyst of my change was Traumatic
Brain Injury (TBI). Neurobiologists know that TBI can cause the victim to experience
psychiatric problems following the injury, and I am a victim. I am a victim of my own choices.
After my first three concussions in a five-month window, I chose to continue wrestling. After my
fourth in six months, I still chose to continue, until I fractured one of my vertebrae, and I
weakened two others to the point that they could break if I am hit too hard. That choice has
resulted in four life-threatening suicide attempts, a crippling stuggle to maintain interpersonal
relationships, and powerful musculoskeletal pain.
I have anxiety. Not the kind that makes you wonder if people are whispering about your
brand new shoes. You know, the ones you were so excited to wear after waiting for weeks, in
hopes the UPS man would suddenly show up in his awkwardly tight khaki shorts, and toss them
to you. Not that kind. I have the type that is disabling. Without my medication, I am disabled. I
cannot hold a conversation, I can’t ride in a car, and if the wrong thought somehow creeps into
my mind, I begin to shake, and my world collapses. It starts with my hands, but as the tension
rises, the thought strengthens—grasping my frail soul in its unrelenting grip—the epinephrine
courses through my brain, and my entire body shakes violently. Tears fall from my eyes,
unrestricted, as if the Hoover Dam has been broken, and now the whole Arizona-Nevada border
is one massive puddle. I have to close my eyes. I have to go to a place so safe and secure that
nobody can know where that place is. It must remain in my thoughts, untainted by this harsh
reality.
I am bipolar. People my age like to say things like, “Ugh, I’m so bipolar! I can’t choose
whether I want to sleep with him or slap him.” If you’re saying something like this, you should
probably slap him, whomever he may be. Anyway, the mystery of mental illness is not one with

which I am unfamiliar. At the very core of bipolar disorder is mania and depression. The
combination of mania and depression is a strange paradox, making bipolar disorder even more
difficult to understand for most people. On one end of the spectrum, I can stay up for days,
comparing myself to the likes of Ghengis Khan for my self-perceived unmatched wit and
irresistible complexion. But on the other end of the spectrum, all I wish to do is die. How odd! I
could have spent the previous two months believing that I was the most handsome, the smartest,
and the most invincible person on earth, yet here I am one day after the collapse of my world,
and I’m swallowing handful after handful of acetaminophen—hoping to die. The desire to die, in
and of itself, is quite peculiar. Throughout history, we as a species have been adapting to our
environment for the sole purpose of survival, yet there I was, wishing it would all end.
My primary affliction is that my thoughts are so powerful that I have very limited control
over them. But I must accept that. When I was sixteen, my dad told me, “I know you gotta lotta
problems. But you can’t let them stop you from doing what you want and need to do. It’s all
gonna get much worse before it gets any damn better, but you have to power through.” When I
was a kid, that was pretty much the only advice I was given: “Power through. You’ve got it in
you. Don’t lose track of who you are.” Although my dad is a chaotic mess, he is wise beyond his
years. I say this because Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi—colloquially known by his surname,
Gandhi—once said, “Whatever you do in life will be insignificant but it is very important that
you do it because you can’t know. You can’t ever really know the meaning of your life. And you
don’t need to. Every life has a meaning, whether it lasts one hundred years or one hundred
seconds. Every life, and every death, changes the world in its own way. You can’t know. So don’t
take it for granted. But don’t take it too seriously. Don’t postpone what you want.” Maybe my
dad is some wise philosophical genius, or maybe he’s some wise-ass who googled “What do I
say to my kid who just tried to off himself for the third time?” I will never know because I will
never ask him. I refuse to allow my perception of my dad to be altered. Change scares me.
I just sort of coasted through high school. I didn’t fully apply myself, and I didn’t have to.
After my brain injury, I was different. It was as if autopilot had been turned on. But at the
beginning of 2020, I met a girl. We had French class together, and that was all we ever did
together then—speak French. But at the end of 2021, we started dating. Although she does not
know it, she taught me the power of acceptance. Before she and I began dating, I did
unspeakable things, but she accepted the fact that, although I chose to do those things then, over

time I became a different person. She willingly took a leap of faith and accepted everything
about me—all of my bizarre flaws and defects. She came to love everything about who I am,
regardless of what anyone else had to say about what I had done, and I came to love everything
about her. From that, I realized that I, too, must accept who I am. I have to take responsibility for
everything I have done, and I have to admit my faults and my failures. I am mentally ill, but my
diagnoses do not matter most. They are what they are. It is what it is. I am who I am. I have to
accept that, although I may feel certain feelings that the vast majority of people will never feel, I
have to allow myself to feel them, move past them, and get on with my life.
Slowly, unlike all other caterpillars, I will become a butterfly again.

